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New directions in biodiversity policy and governance? 
A critique of Victoria’s Land and Biodiversity White Paper
B. Coffey and G. Wescott *
The overall condition of biodiversity in many partsof Australia is poor and declining, despite theestabl ishment  of  nat ional  parks  and other
reserves, and the adoption of conservation activities on
private land. The impacts of climate change add further
challenges to sustaining biodiversity. In response to these
issues, in December 2009, the State Government of
Victoria released a major policy statement that aimed to
provide the framework and directions to secure the
health of Victoria’s biodiversity and associated land and
water resources over the next 50 years. Given Victoria’s
reputat ion for  environmental  pol icy  reform and
innovation, the question arises as to whether the
Victorian approach will provide a model for other
Australian jurisdictions to adopt or adapt. Drawing on
insights from environmental policy, discourse theory, and
ecological theory, this article provides a critique of
Victoria’s approach, focusing on the way in which
biodiversity is conceptualised and governed.
Keywords: environmental policy, ecological processes,
discourse, integration
avoided. Brereton and colleagues (1995) reached a
similar conclusion for the effects of climate change on
fauna in south-eastern Australia, noting the potential for
the loss of the bioclimatic ranges of species.
There is, therefore, a clear need for policies for sustaining
biodiversity to be developed, and implemented, across
multiple levels. Focusing on the sub-national level, this
article uses Victoria, Australia, as a case study to explore
the implications of new directions in biodiversity policy
and governance. 
Victoria is a suitable case study for two reasons. Firstly,
Victoria’s environment is not in good condition, with the
Victorian Catchment Management Council (VCMC)
stating:
Under current resourcing and management paradigms our
efforts to protect and sustainably manage natural capital
are not keeping pace with the breadth of degradation
symptoms depreciating the natural capital base (VCMC
2002, p. vi).
Secondly, Victoria has a reputation for being a policy
innovator in Australia (Nelson 1985), with examples
from the environmental policy domain including: the
whole  of  environment  focus  of  i t s Environment
Protection Act 1970 (EPA 1996); the use of a statutory
authority model for strategic public land-use planning
( C o f f e y  e t  a l .  2 0 1 1 ) ;  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability (CES)
(Government of Victoria 2000); and an innovative
approach to flora and fauna protection (Walker 2003).
Our focus on policy and governance embraces a broader
approach to the analysis of biodiversity policy than much
other  pol icy-oriented environmental  research in
Australia, which has tended to focus on landcare and
community natural resource management (NRM) (Curtis
2003; Mendham et al. 2007), policy tools (Productivity
Commission 2002, 2009; Stoneham et al. 2003; Dargusch
& Griffiths 2008), valuation techniques (Proctor &
Dreschler 2001; Curtis 2004) and regional NRM (Robins
& Dovers 2007a, 2007b; Lane et al. 2009). * Brian Coffey is with the School of International and
Political Studies, and Geoff Wescott is with the School of Life
and Environmental  Sciences ,  Deakin Universi ty ,  221
Burwood  Highway ,  Burwood  V ic to r ia  3125 .  Ema i l :
brian.coffey@deakin.edu.au.
For the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), biodiversity1 is the foundation of life on Earth
(IUCN 2010a). If this is the case, then the foundations of
life on Earth are being under-mined (Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment 2005; CBD 2010; IUCN 2010b).
Biodiversity loss arises from indirect (i.e. demographic,
economic,  sociopoli t ical ,  cul tural ,  rel igious and
technological) and direct (i.e. land-cover change, over-
extraction, water regime changes, invasive species,
pollution and nutrient loading, and climate change)
sources (Nelson et al. 2006). Climate change (IPCC
2007) adds further urgency to the need for more effective
approaches to sustaining biodiversity, with Thomas and
colleagues (2004) emphasising the need to rapidly
decrease greenhouse gas emissions and increase carbon
sequestration, if widespread species extinctions are to be
1 In this article, we adopt the definition of biodiversity used in Australia’s
Nat ional  St ra tegy for  the  Conservat ion  of  Biologica l  Divers i ty
(Commonwealth of Australia 1996, p. 6).
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A limitation of this research has been that it tends to
overlook the paradigms and conceptual frameworks that
inform biodiversity policy. The effect of this limitation is
illustrated by Carter (2007), who, drawing on Hall’s
(1993) three-tiered approach for investigating policy
learning (where policy change is characterised as: first
order - instrument settings; second order - policy
instruments; or third order - policy paradigms), argued
that, ‘An accumulation of first and second order changes
will not automatically lead to third order changes’ (Carter
2007, p. 191). Given the nature and magnitude of the
biodiversity challenge, there is clearly a need for third
order policy change. Similarly, there is relatively little
policy-oriented research that focuses on the discursive
and institutional aspects of biodiversity policy, despite
the recognised value of such approaches (Dovers 2001;
Hajer & Versteeg 2005).
Therefore, in this article, we consider whether the
approach proposed in Victoria should provide a model
for other jurisdictions to adopt or adapt. In doing so, our
focus is on the conceptual and governance arrangements
ra ther  than a  deta i led cr i t ique of  the  on-ground
mechanisms. This is justified on the basis that the
effectiveness of biodiversity conservation efforts is
influenced by the way in which the nature of biodiversity
is understood and governed.
Biodiversity in Victoria: its importance and
condition
Biodiversity and its importance
In providing for human needs and wants, decisions are
made  (knowing ly  o r  unknowing ly )  tha t  impac t
biodiversity. Decisions are also taken with the goal of
protecting biodiversity. A range of philosophical
motivations (Fox 1990) informs such decisions, although
for this discussion, it is sufficient to highlight five
sources of environmental concern as identified by
Eckersley (1992) (Table 1).
Appreciating the sources of environmental concern helps
focus attention on why biodiversity is important. This is
because of the influence that different environmental
ethics have on biodiversity policy objectives. For
example,  Stenmark (2002)  argued that  dif ferent
environmental ethics lead to different policy goals in
wildlife management. A resource conservation approach
would focus on ensuring that a species of animal could
continue to be harvested, while an animal liberation
approach would be critical of culling. Put simply,
different environmental ethical positions generate
different policy goals. While it may be argued that
governments only consider more anthropocentric sources
of environmental concern (i.e. resources conservation,
resource preservation, and human welfare ecology) in
policy-making, this is not always the case. For example,
in 1987, the Victorian Government’s sustainability policy
included the statement that, ‘For reasons of self interest
and moral obligation to other species, human beings
should not knowingly cause the extinction of species’
(Victorian Government 1987, p. 13).
In contemporary policy discourse, the term ‘intrinsic
value’ is associated with an ecocentric perspective, while
‘ecosys tem se rv ices ’  i s  u sed  to  encompass  the
conservation, preservation, and human welfare ecological
pos i t ions .  This  i s  i l lus t ra ted  in  the  Mil lennium
Ecosystems Assessment, where ecosystem services are
considered as the benefits that people obtain from
ecosys t ems ,  w i th  t hese  bene f i t s  encompass ing
provisioning services (food and fibre), regulating services
(floods, drought), supporting services (soil formation and
nutrient cycling), and cultural services (recreational,
spiritual, religious and other non-material benefits)
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005). In contrast,
the animal liberation and ecocentric approaches recognise
the interests of other species. Given Stenmark’s (2002)
insight on the influence of ethics on policy goals, it is
important that the full range of values of biodiversity is
c o n s i d e r e d  i n  m a k i n g  i n f o r m e d  d e c i s i o n s ,
notwithstanding the practical
difficulties that this entails.
Biodiversity in Victoria
T h e  S t a t e  o f  V i c t o r i a  i s
ecologically diverse, covering
three per cent (227 600 km2) of
the Australian landmass but
c o n t a i n i n g  1 4  p e r  c e n t  o f
Australia’s bioregions (DSE
2010a, p. 4). It contains many
ecosystem types,  including
a l p i n e ,  c o o l  t e m p e r a t e
Table 1 Sources of environmental concern
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rainforest, woodlands, semi-arid, coastal and marine
e n v i r o n m e n t s  ( D N R E  1 9 9 7 a ) .  S i n c e  E u r o p e a n
colonisation, many of these ecosystems have been
significantly modified, following patterns seen in other
colonial countries, such as North America, Canada and
Argentina, whereby Indigenous peoples were displaced
by Europeans (Mansergh et al. 2006). This has not only
impacted on biodiversity values, but past and present
land uses, and associated practices, may have significant
legacy implications for the future.
Despite past and present efforts, Victoria’s biodiversity is
in relatively poor condition (VCMC 1997, 2002, 2007;
Morgan 2001; Traill & Porter 2001; CES 2008). It is
reported that Victoria is Australia’s most cleared and
most densely populated state, with more than half of the
state cleared of native vegetation (CES 2008). Further,
Victoria continues to lose vegetation at a rate of some
4000 hectares per year, with this mostly comprising
endangered grasslands (CES 2008). Additionally, 157
species of native animals and 778 species of native plants
are classified as rare or threatened with extinction, and 51
native plant species and 24 animal species have been
declared as extinct (CES 2008). At a state-wide level, the
VCMC consider that, ‘The overall decline in condition is
a source of great concern’ (VCMC 2007, p. 23). Further,
some terrestrial ecosystems are subject to multiple threats
leading to stressed landscapes (Morgan 2001), while the
marine environment is poorly understood. Major threats
include habitat loss and alteration, declining water
quality, over-exploitation of resources, the introduction
of exotic species and pathogens, and global warming
(Traill & Porter 2001).
Victoria’s approach to sustaining biodiversity
Biodiversity policy, planning and management
The formal distribution of political power in Australia is
articulated in the Australian Constitution. Despite its
financial dominance and the impact of High Court
decisions that increase the capacity of the Australian
Government to act on environmental matters (e.g.
through Constitutional levers over external affairs,
corpora t ions  l aw,  and  fo re ign  inves tment ) ,  the
governance  o f  b iod ivers i ty  i s  p r imar i ly  a  s ta te
responsibility, with Buhrs and Christoff (2006, p. 235)
concluding that, while:
The Commonwealth Government has gained greater
formal control of environmental protection and resource
development … the states retain the capacity for policy
implementation, and therefore real influence in these
matters largely remains with them.
Within this context, the management of biodiversity in
Victoria is achieved through a number of mechanisms,
notably the Victorian Biodiversity Strategy (DNRE
1997b), the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Vic),
and other statutes such as the Wildlife Act 1975 (Vic),
National Parks Act 1975 (Vic), Coastal Management Act
1995 (Vic) and the Planning and Environment Act 1987
(Vic), which includes Victorian Planning Provisions that
restrict native vegetation clearance (Young 1998). Of
these mechanisms, the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act
1988 (Vic) is  recognised as the main statute for
biodiversity protection (Young 1998; Walker 2003), as it
includes an objective for biodiversity protection and
provision for the listing of an endangered species,
communi ty  o r  po ten t i a l ly  th rea ten ing  p rocess ;
preparation of management plans and action statements;
determination of critical habitats; and introduction of
interim conservation orders (Edmonds & Giddings
1992). While recognised as landmark biodiversity
legislation (Edmonds & Giddings 1992; Walker 2003),
assessments of the Act’s success have been critical,
principally for reasons of lack of implementation, lack of
enforcement and penalties, and the discretionary nature
of provisions in the Act (Young 1998; Sutton 2003;
Walker 2003).
On-ground implementation of this policy and regulatory
f ramework  i s  th rough  a  r ange  o f  pub l i c  sec to r
organisa t ions ,  mos t  no tab ly  the  Depar tment  o f
Sustainability and Environment (DSE), and other
statutory authorities, such as Parks Victoria (responsible
for the management of Victoria’s reserve system), the
Victorian Catchment Management Council (VCMC)
(responsible for advising government on catchment
management and preparing a catchment condition
r e p o r t ) ,  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  C o a s t a l  C o u n c i l  ( V C C )
(responsible for advising on coastal  matters and
preparing a state coastal strategy), the Victorian
E n v i r o n m e n t a l  A s s e s s m e n t  C o u n c i l  ( V E A C )
(responsible for strategic public land-use assessment and
planning), regional Catchment Management Authorities
(CMA) (which have regional planning and management
responsibilities), and regional Coastal Boards, (which
have responsibilities for the preparation and oversight of
Coastal Action Plans).
Other agencies – such as the Department of Primary
Industries (DPI), the Department of Innovation, Industry
and Regional Development, and the Department of
Planning and Community Development – have an
interest in biodiversity management because of the
effects of their activities. For example, the DPI oversees
the government’s policy for agriculture, forestry, fishing
and mining. Individual land managers and business
owners also contribute to Victoria’s efforts to sustain
biodiversity, through adoption of particular practices.
Victoria’s ‘assets’ based approach (Bennett et al. 2009;
Alexander et al. 2010) is mainly implemented through
zoning of public land (i.e. establishment of reserves),
r e s t r i c t ions  on  na t ive  vege ta t ion  c l ea r ing ,  and
encouragement of voluntary measures on private land.
Drawing on the views expressed by approximately 60
participants at a facilitated workshop in December 2007,
the weaknesses of Victoria’s current approach were
identified as being narrow mindsets and inappropriate
policy paradigms, lack of state-wide policy, policy
failures, inadequate resourcing, lack of community
understanding and awareness, a disconnect between
s c i e n c e  a n d  o n - g r o u n d  a c t i o n s ,  a n d  a  l a c k  o f
accountability and monitoring (McGregor et al. 2008).
This assessment is broadly consistent with assessments
provided by the VCMC (1997, 2002, 2007) and the CES
(2008).
Victoria’s Land and Biodiversity White Paper
The recent White Paper review of Victoria’s approach to
conserving biodiversity was intended to ‘bring together
all our current and future programs to protect and restore
our land and biodiversity’ (DSE 2006, p. 37). A project
team within DSE2 was responsible for consulting within
DSE, with other public sector departments and agencies
(such as DPI and CMA), and with external stakeholders
and the general public. A six person Scientific Reference
Group and a Stakeholder Reference Group, comprising
representatives from 26 community, industry and
government bodies, was also established.
Development of the White Paper involved three phases:
release of a Consultation Paper (DSE 2007); release of a
Green Paper (DSE 2008); and release of the White Paper
(DSE 2009). In addition, 13 general workshops and a
fur ther  12 workshops were  held  to  consul t  wi th
Indigenous Victorians. These processes enabled the
views of individuals, environmental non-governmental
organisations (peak bodies and local groups), industry
and employer associations, local governments, Landcare
and friends groups, sporting and recreational groups,
statutory agencies, academics, and a local branch of a
political party to be considered.
Victoria’s new vision for managing the environment is
‘Victorians acting together to ensure that our land, water
and biodiversity are healthy, resilient and productive’
(DSE 2009, p. viii) with the intention being to ‘secure the
health of Victoria’s land, water and biodiversity in the
face of ongoing pressures and a changing climate over
the next fifty years’ (DSE 2009, p. viii). A series of
goals, outcomes and strategic directions have been
proposed as the means through which efforts to achieve
the government’s vision will be organised.
The Victorian Government is also preparing a new
biodiversity strategy (DSE 2010a), which will outline the
specific actions to be implemented over the next five
years. The new biodiversity strategy will be an addendum
to the existing strategy (DNRE 1997b), released with
great fanfare but limited resourcing.
Sustaining biodiversity or shuffling deckchairs?
Analysing Victoria’s new approach
In this section, the major conceptual and organisational
foundations proposed in Victoria’s new approach are
outlined and their implications for the way in which
biodiversity may be understood and governed discussed.3
Making biodiversity policy: insights from environmental
policy
Crowley and Coffey (2007) highlighted the importance of
policy-making exercises being interactive, informed and
informing. Put simply, effective policy-making should
provide for extensive public input, be informed by a
sound analysis of the issues, and take steps to inform
stakeholders of these issues.
The consultative processes used to develop the White
Paper (DSE 2009) provided a range of opportunities for
public input, including written submissions, face-to-face
consultations and public meetings. More critically, there
was limited effort to match the reforms to the drivers of
biodiversity decline. For example, the drivers of change
discussed in the Green Paper (DSE 2008) lacked any
clear conceptual framework or links to available analysis,
despite these being readily available (e.g. Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment 2005).
Furthermore, in the White Paper, two drivers of change
attracted most attention: climate change and population
growth (DSE 2009). While both are important, they are
e f f e c t i v e l y  b e y o n d  t h e  s c o p e  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n
Government to address. By contrast, little consideration
was directed to drivers that the government can directly
influence (e.g. native vegetation removal). Such an
2 Detail on the White Paper process is provided in Appendix 2 of the White Paper (DSE 2009) and the Green Paper website, accessible via www.dse.vic.gov.au.
3 Detailed explanations of integration, institutionalisation, interactivity, and informed and informing approaches to policy-making are provided in Crowley and Coffey
(2007).
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approach potentially shifts the focus from issues that the
government can do something about (e.g. biodiversity
loss due to urban development and raised bed cropping)
to issues where the government’s ability to have a direct
impact is limited.
Understanding biodiversity: insights from ecological
theory
Recent developments in ecological theory highlight the
importance of the processes that sustain biodiversity
(Ecological Society of America Committee on Land Use
2000; Soule et al. 2004; Klein et al. 2009; Bennett et al.
2010). These ‘ecological processes’ are ‘the interactions
and connections between living and non-living systems,
including movements of energy, nutrients, and other
chemical substances such as carbon, and organisms and
propagules’ (Traill 2007, no page number).
Ecological processes are also considered to be a
necessary complement to ‘assets based’ approaches to
sustaining biodiversity, because ‘protection of assets will
not be effective unless the ecological processes that
sustain them are maintained’ (Bennett et al. 2009, p.
192). For example, establishment of reserves for river red
gum forests are unlikely to be as effective as they could
be, without adequate environmental flows. The value of
this dual approach is recognised in McGregor and
colleagues’ (2008, p. 2) view that:
A focus on ecological processes is ...a necessary part of
effective biodiversity policy, planning and management.
However, this will not automatically protect individual
species and places. This means that efforts to sustain
biodiversity must embrace both ‘assets’ and ‘processes’
approaches.
The issue then is how well the Victorian Government’s
new directions for biodiversity deal with both ‘assets’
and ‘processes’. The government’s response involves
three strategic directions: ‘building ecosystem resilience;
protecting natural assets in flagship areas; and improving
ecological connectivity in biolinks’ (DSE 2009, p. ii).
This gives some regard to the dual strategy advocated
above. Firstly, ‘assets’ are explicitly considered as part of
the first two strategic directions. In particular, the
‘protecting natural assets in flagship areas’ direction is
targeted towards the ‘protection and enhancement of the
natural assets within [flagship areas] focusing on the
ecosystems services that they provide (DSE 2009, p. 13).
The assets focus is also evident as part of ‘building
ecosystem resilience’, particularly with respect to
‘managing dispersed assets such as threatened species’
(DSE 2009, p. 11). Secondly, ‘processes’ are considered
in using biolinks to strengthen connectivity (DSE 2009,
p. 14). This dual approach is welcomed.
Less clear is the relative priority of each, which, given
resource constraints, raises the prospect that individual
species (and possibly sites) may be ‘sacrificed’ to focus
on larger-scale assets. Such an approach is implied in the
government’s view that:
There are certain elements of existing legislation we know
hinder land and biodiversity management activities. For
example, the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 states
that the principal objectives for threatened species
recovery is ‘To guarantee that all taxa of Victoria’s flora
and fauna …can survive, flourish and retain their
potential for evolutionary development in the wild’. Given
the magnitude of the likely impacts of climate change,
while this goal is laudable, it is probably beyond our
management capacity and could be revised to more
realistic objectives (DSE 2008, p. 65).
A weakness with this approach is that it potentially shifts
efforts from biodiversity to a concern for the services
provided by ecosystems. For example, the management
focus of forested catchments may shift to ensuring the
provis ion of  water  ra ther  than the  protect ion of
biodiversity.
The Victorian Government’s approach also reflects an
increased focus on resilience. This is eminently sensible,
although it is also important to recognise that resilience is
a defensive rather than a positive concept,  being
concerned with ‘the ability of an ecosystem to withstand
a n d  r e c o v e r  f r o m  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  s t r e s s e s  a n d
dis turbances’  (DSE 2009,  p .  94)  ra ther  than the
circumstances under which the full potentialities of
ecosystems may flourish. In contrast to resilience, the
concept of ecological restoration (Aronson et al. 2006)
receives relatively little attention, despite the profile
given to it by the Scientific Reference Group (DSE
2009). This is a weakness because ecological restoration
provides a useful addendum to resilience, because of its
focus on the proactive building of ecological health,
notwithstanding difficulties as to what this entails
(Simenstad et al. 2006).
Conceptualising biodiversity: insights from discourse
theory
Discourse theory highlights that the way in which we
think, write and talk about biodiversity has important
implications for the way in which it is understood and
subsequently governed, and that language use is political
(Fairclough 1992; Mills 1997; Tonkiss 1998; Howarth
2000). The importance of this is illustrated in Bacchi’s
(1999, p. 1) statement that:
It makes no sense to consider the ‘objects’ or targets of
policy as existing independently of the way in which they
are spoken about or represented either in political debate
or policy proposals. Any description of an issue or a
‘problem’ is an interpretation, and interpretations involve
judgment and choices.
This does not mean that words are the only things that
matter, and that environmental issues are only figments of
our imagination. Dryzek (1997) makes this clear, stating
that, ‘While real problems exist, our interaction with them
can only ever be through culturally constructed lens –
meaning that we can never know nature except through
the interpretive mechanism of culture, which means that
all perspectives are partial and contestable’ (Dryzek 1997,
p. 10). 
It is therefore useful to consider the way in which
b iod ive r s i ty  i s  r ep resen ted  in  the  Whi te  Paper .
Biodiversity is discussed primarily using economic
concepts, as the following extracts illustrate (italics
added):
By taking action together we can create a sustainable future
for all Victorians where we live and prosper on the interest
created by our ecosystems without eating away at the
capital (DSE 2009, p. ii).
Goods and services provided by healthy ecosystems (DSE
2009, p. xiv).
This social capital gives us a strong foundation to continue
to work together to restore our natural capital (DSE 2009,
p. 6).
Victoria has important natural assets across terrestrial,
river, wetland and estuarine, marine and agricultural
ecosystems (DSE 2009, p. 12).
Using such terms is problematic, because their adoption
means that the importance of biodiversity is restricted
increasingly to its value to humans. For Akerman (2005),
this means that, ‘Instead of stimulating approaches which
would give a new insight into the evolving everyday
practices through which humans are connected with their
natural environment, the concept of natural capital seemed
to … strengthen [an] ahistorical and non-contextual view
of environmental problems’ (Akerman 2005, p. 49) while
also marginalising other ways of appreciating the
importance of biodiversity. A political implication of this
is highlighted in Buscher’s (2008, p. 229) comment that,
‘Conservation biology is actively reinventing itself to fit
the neoliberal world order: the increasingly all pervasive
trend to conform social and political affairs to market
dynamics’ ,  notwithstanding spat ial  and temporal
variations in the spread of neoliberalism.
By contrast, other metaphors of biodiversity are available
(Bell 2005). Further, terms such as ‘natural infrastructure’
or ‘ecological foundations’, which, while not entirely
unproblematic, may provide alternative starting points for
considering biodiversity and its importance. For example,
the metaphor of ‘foundations’ would appear to give
greater priority to the idea that the sustainability of
human societies is underpinned by the health of the
environment. More broadly, using economic mechanisms
to encourage biodiversity management has been found
also to be problematic in practice, with ecosystems
frustrating attempts at commodification (Robertson 2004,
2006; Bakker 2005).
In addition, the intrinsic value of biodiversity is only
mentioned in the introductory pages of the White Paper
(DSE 2009, p. xiii) and does not appear to be a major
fac tor  in  dec i s ion-making .  For  example ,  in  the
management of flagship areas, the primary objective is
‘the protection and enhancement of the natural assets
within them focusing on the ecosystem services they
provide’ (DSE 2009, p. 13). One consequence of this
blindness to intrinsic value is that the range of ethical
motivations that can be used to encourage people to act in
ways that sustain biodiversity is l imited. This is
important because a person’s willingness to partake in
activities may be influenced by the ethical motivations
informing a policy or program (Berglund & Matti 2006).
Put simply, some people may object to market-based
approaches because they rely on the assumption that
people are solely motivated by self-interest.
Governing biodiversity: insights from environmental
policy
The concepts of integration (Lafferty & Hovden 2003;
Carter  2007;  Buhrs  2009)  and inst i tu t ional is ing
sustainability (Dovers 2001) are also important in
relation to biodiversity. Integration is viewed as an
essential element of sustainable development, with
Lafferty and Hovden (2003, p. 1) highlighting the
integration of environmental objectives into non-
environmental policy sectors as ‘one of the key defining
features of sustainable development’.
Within this context, two forms of integration are often
identified: horizontal integration (or inter-sectoral),
which pursues a coordinated and coherent strategy across
different sectors (e.g. whole of government or whole of
landscape approaches), and vertical integration (or intra-
sectoral), which focuses on the integrated management of
a single natural resource (Carter 2007). Mechanisms by
which these forms of integration can be pursued include
development of strategies, administrative mechanisms
and processes (Ross & Dovers 2008). However, it is
important to consider ‘What exactly should be integrated’
(Hertin & Berkhout 2003, p. 40) given Scrase and
Sheate’s (2002) view that some forms of integration are
not always positive.
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Institutional reform is another key element in sustaining
biodiversity and promoting sustainability, as illustrated
in Dovers’ (2001, p. 3) view that, ‘Without institutional
change little will be achieved, or if positive changes are
attempted, they are unlikely to persist’. This means that
biodiversity needs to be built into the charters, cultures,
and processes of organisations (and broader institutions)
as well as policies, programs and plans.
In this context, the issue is to what extent the Victorian
Government’s new approach is more integrated and
institutionalised than previous efforts. In broad terms,
the  mos t  s ign i f i can t  r e fo rms  p roposed  a re  the
amalgamation of existing state-wide (VCMC, VCC and
VEAC)  and  reg iona l  (Ca tchment  Management
Authorities and Coastal Boards) bodies to form a state-
wide Natural Resource and Catchment Council (NRCC),
four regional Natural  Resources and Catchment
Authorities, and a Melbourne Water and Catchment
Authority (DSE 2009). These reforms are justified on
the basis of adding flexibility (DSE 2009) and in
r e s p o n s e  t o  c r i t i c i s m s  t h a t  c u r r e n t  r o l e s  a n d
responsibilities are confused or overlapping (DSE
2009).
The following discussion focuses primarily on the
reforms to the state-wide advisory bodies, although it
touches  on a  number  of  o ther  proposals .  When
established, the new NRCC will be responsible for
providing coordinated land, water and biodiversity
advice to government, with specific responsibilities
being: ‘preparing the Catchment Condition Report,
providing advice on the Victorian natural resource
management plan,  and advising on management
standards and procedures for Natural Resource and
Catchment Authorities’ (DSE 2009, p. 25).
We consider that the institutional reforms proposed
represent a ‘selective’ and ‘partial’ approach to
integration and institutionalisation. While there is
integration across environmental domains (land, water,
and biodiversity in terrestrial as well as marine and
coastal environments), the reforms proposed do not
include significant additional requirements for non-
environmental sectors to consider environmental
objectives (horizontal integration). Put simply, there are
no new requirements for the agriculture, forestry,
min ing  o r  o the r  economic  sec to r s  t o  cons ide r
biodiversity objectives. In fact, the government’s call
for submissions explicitly excluded native ti t le,
c o m m e r c i a l  f o r e s t r y  a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  f i s h e r i e s
management, mineral exploration, agricultural industry
reform, and wildlife exploitation (DSE 2007, p. 14).
Further,  management of mineral resources is not
considered to be part of NRM (DSE 2009, p. 24).
Secondly, the state-wide body proposed potentially
reduces attention on biodiversity and coastal and marine
issues because they are to be considered under the banner
of ‘natural resources’. Support for this interpretation is
evident in that the VCMC will adopt the name of the new
body in advance of its establishment in law (DSE 2010b,
p. 5).
Similarly, there are no references to the ‘coast’ in the
titles proposed for the new bodies, such that the reforms
potentially represent a takeover of coastal planning and
management by land-focused interests. Not only does this
potentially devalue the coast through lowering its profile,
coastal planning and management may also come to be
framed as NRM, which could serve to isolate it from
planning and the state planning department, which is an
important element of coastal planning and management
(Wescott 2010). This means that the profile of coastal
and marine biodiversity may decrease relative to land-
based NRM issues.
Fourthly, the proposal to disband VEAC and replace it
with an ad hoc approach to advising the Minister on
public land use and tenure issues is problematic. The
independent statutory body model of VEAC is recognised
as a reputable approach to strategic environmental
assessment (Coffey et al. 2011) and one that has attracted
widespread acclaim (Considine 1990; Dovers 2001,
2002; Thomas & Elliott 2005). The approach proposed
would potentially undermine the government’s capacity
to undertake strategic environmental assessment, such
that Coffey et al. (2011, p. 311) have argued that:
The Government’s proposal potentially represents a move
in the direction of ‘administrative short-termism’
(Sjoblom 2009) and ‘deinstitutionalisation’ (Mol 2009)
rather than an ‘institutionalising’ of sustainability (Dovers
2001).
If implemented as proposed, these reforms could result in
a ‘browning’ of the biodiversity agenda, rather than a
strengthening of it. Put simply, there are few additional
obligations on economic sectors to consider biodiversity
and other environmental issues, biodiversity could be
situated within a NRM setting, the profile and priority of
the coast and coastal planning and management issues
could be downgraded, and the jewel in Victoria’s
environmental assessment and planning crown could be
abolished.
Potentially more positive are the proposals for the
development of a state NRM plan, and its review and
renewal on a regular basis (a strategic process for
promoting horizontal and vertical integration), adoption
of an adaptive management cycle (an administrative
process for promoting vertical integration), and better
integration of catchment plans into local government
planning (a regulatory process for promoting horizontal
integration at the local level) (DSE 2009). However,
whether such proposals deliver on their potential will be
influenced by the way that  they are established,
pa r t i cu la r ly  the  degree  to  which  they  a re  fu l ly
institutionalised.
Conclusion
Victoria’s biodiversity is diverse and of considerable
importance. Given its degraded condition, and the
challenges associated with climate change, the challenge
of ensuring a future for biodiversity is significant: the
Victorian Government’s review of biodiversity policy is
therefore welcomed. Also welcome are the various
opportunities for non-governmental organisations and the
wider community to provide input into the policy review
process.
More critically, the links between the reforms proposed
and the drivers of biodiversity decline are weak, with the
proposed reforms lacking a clear rationale or evidence of
need. This appears not to be an evidence-based approach
to policy development. Firstly, the threats to biodiversity
are viewed as primarily external rather than ones of
Victoria’s own making, or are focused on issues for
which the state has little capacity. Secondly, the failure to
fully articulate a dual ‘assets’ and ‘processes’ based
approach leaves open the potential for the importance of
biodiversity and particular species to decline relative to a
focus on ecosystem services. Somewhat perversely, a
stronger focus on assets and ecosystems may shift effort
to areas of benefit to humans, so that biodiversity
management becomes natural resource management.
The way that biodiversity is conceptualised is seriously
deficient. Being represented primarily in economic terms
(e.g. natural assets, natural capital and ecosystems
services) limits the basis on which biodiversity may be
considered important and treats it a good or service to be
sold in the market, rather than a foundation of life.
Equally worrying are some of the organisational reforms
proposed, because of the lack of concerted attention
d i r e c t e d  t o  e n s u r i n g  t h e  i n t e g r a t i o n  a n d
institutionalisation of the consideration of biodiversity.
Rather than fully articulate the importance of different
ecological systems and values, a series of state-wide
bodies are proposed to be amalgamated into a single
council with a NRM leaning. This does not appear to
represent  an integrated approach to biodiversi ty
management, and instead potentially represents an
attempt to amalgamate several bodies in ways that could
undermine important aspects of biodiversity governance,
name ly  s t r a t eg i c  pub l i c  l and -use  p l ann ing  and
consideration of coastal and biodiversity issues.
Further, there are few additional requirements for non-
environmental sectors to consider biodiversity. Such an
approach  po t en t i a l l y  r ep re sen t s  a  b rowning  o f
biodiversity policy. Possible explanations for this shift
are that ecologists are willingly embracing an economic
worldview (as was suggested by Buscher 2008) or that
economic interests are influencing policy-making in ways
that require biodiversity to be expressed in economic
terms. Whichever explanation is preferred, the issue
remains that biodiversity is being made to fit within an
economic framework, whereas what may be required is a
re th ink ing  of  the  po l icy  parad igms  tha t  in form
biodiversity policy.
In conclusion, given the condition of biodiversity and the
challenges it faces, the case for reinvigorating efforts to
sustain biodiversity is clear. Reform processes should be
participatory, as well as evidence-based. Further,
biodiversity needs to be conceptualised in ways that do
not limit its importance, and the governance mechanisms
proposed should provide a means for recognising, and
giving effect to, the diversity of biodiversity, rather than
limiting efforts within the banner of land-focused natural
resource management.
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